The prevention and treatment of pain are common problems in the practice of dentistry. Pain is, however, such a com plex and subjective phenomenon that it often taxes the ingenuity and skill of the dentist and physician. Even a definition of pain evades us, and as Sir Thomas Lewis1 wisely wrote, Pain, like similar subjective things, is known to us by experience and described by illustra tions . . . T o build up a definition in words, or to substitute some phrase would carry neither the reader nor myself farther.
It is, accordingly, the purpose of this paper to describe briefly some of the characteristics of pain, and how they can be affected in dental practice. Although reference will be made to other agents, the main emphasis of this brief review will be on narcotic analgesics.
S O M E GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF PAIN
Pain is both a symptom and a sensation. As a symptom, pain signals danger and thus provokes appropriate reflexes. Sher rington,2 accordingly, described pain as "the psychical adjunct of an imperative protective reflex." From a therapeutic viewpoint, pain is a valuable clinical symptom to the practitioner.
It also follows that the management of pain-a symptom-must be subject to the same limitations as any other pallia tive or symptomatic treatment. Because pain is also a sensation, it is a highly personal and individual experience. Variations in the sensation experienced by different individuals in response to the same noxious stimulus are to be expected, but there are also wide differences in the response of the same individual. For ex ample, one would expect that the reac tion of a phlegmatic, stoic patient to the dental bur would be quite different from that of a nervous, " high-strung" woman. Yet the same stoic might behave in an other fashion if he came to the dentist's office after a distressing experience with the Bureau of Internal Revenue. Or the same nervous woman might be more complacent if she arrived at the office after a triumphant session at the bridge table. Thus, the reaction to pain often differs in the same individual as well as between individuals.
As a physiologic entity, pain can be considered as being composed of at least the following:
